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MS,	NLS,	MS	14291;	[Anonymous],	Surveying	Journal	and	Accounting	Ledger	(1809-
1812),	(Anon.	Notekeeper),	Bound	MS,	NLS	MS	14283.	
105	Perth	river	examples	occur	in	notebooks	taken	by	Perth	Academy	students.		For	
two	examples,	see	‘A	Plan	of	the	North	Inch	of	Perth’,	in	[Anon.],	Bound	MS	(1804),	f.	
121,	and	‘N.	Inch	of	Perth’,	in	[Anon.]	Bound	MS	(c.	1790),	f.	64v.	
106	[Anon.]	Bound	MS	(1809-1812).		
107	Stephen	H.	Spurr,	‘George	Washington,	Surveyor	and	Ecological	Observer’,	
Ecology,	32	(1951),	544-549.	
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distance	between	objects.		The	most	detailed	specimens	occur	in	tableaux	rendered	
by	students	attending	Perth	Academy	during	the	last	decades	of	the	eighteenth	
century.108		Figure	8	shows	that	some	of	them	lavishly	illustrated	their	notebooks	
with	expertly	designed	landscapes	to	accompany	various	mensuration	exercises	used	
in	gauging.109			
Like	the	maps	in	Arrow’s	geography	notebook,	gauging,	levelling	and	
surveying	tableaux	appear	alongside	the	narrative	that	describes	them.		The	bespoke	
nature	of	this	format	is	complemented	by	the	fact	that,	while	popular	mensuration	
textbooks	such	as	Alexander	Ewing’s	Practical	Mathematics	or	Alexander	Ingram’s	
New	Seaman’s	Guide	included	plates	that	featured	only	a	handful	of	similar	
vignettes,	student	notebooks	include	one	for	every	problem,	making	it	easier	to	see,	
and	hence	learn,	how	gauging,	surveying	or	levelling	could	be	applied	to	everyday	
situations	[see	again	Figure	8].110	
	 While	the	drawing	techniques	used	to	make	tableaux	were	more	nuanced	than	
																																								 																				
108	[Anonymous]	Perth	Academy	Notebooks,	3	Vols.	(1787),	Bound	MS,	NLS	MS	
14294-6.		[Anonymous],	Perth	Academy	Notebook	(1780s-90s),	Bound	MS,	NLS	MS	
14291.	
109	[Anonymous]	Bound	MS	(1780s-90s).	
110	Compare,	for	example,	the	levelling	figures	in:	Alexander	Ewing,	A	Synopsis	of	
Practical	Mathematics	(Edinburgh:	Fairbairn,	1799),	Plate	III.	Anonymous	Bound	MS	
(1804),	f.	123.		Ewing’s	Synopsis	was	a	popular	text	in	Scotland	and	had	numerous	
reprintings	in	the	1790s	alone.		Alexander	Ingram,	The	New	Seaman's	Guide,	and	
Coaster's	Companion	(Edinburgh:	Sehaw,	1800).	
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those	required	to	make	freestanding	shapes,	there	were	a	number	of	shared	
techniques	that	students	learned	to	employ	across	both	forms	of	representation.		As	
intimated	in	my	observations	about	the	narrative	descriptions	that	accompanied	
shapes	and	tableaux,	the	techniques	of	drawing	often	interacted	in	realtime	with	the	
techniques	of	writing	words.		Put	another	way,	the	tabula	figura	oftentimes	had	to	
be	combined	with	elements	of	the	tabula	verba.		Aside	from	the	occasional	presence	
of	a	stylised	map,	the	geometric	and	schematic	nature	of	figures	meant	that	they	
were	rarely	self-explanatory.		It	was	for	this	reason	that	students	seldom	included	
them	in	school	notebooks	without	a	written	text	that	explained	what	they	were	
meant	to	represent.		The	text	was	often	cued	to	the	figure	through	the	use	of	literary	
technologies	such	as	alphanumeric	headings,	labels	or	prose	written	on	or	beside	the	
figure.	
	 Examples	of	this	common	practice	occur	in	Figures	3	and	10,	but	the	
composition	of	Robert	Jackson’s	pyramid	in	Figure	7	is	particularly	striking.		Close	
examination	of	the	strokes	and	the	modes	through	which	it	was	skilfully	plotted	
adjacent	to	its	verbal	description	further	reveals	that	students	were	actively	
designing	the	space	of	the	page	by	plotting	words	around	figures.		Based	on	the	way	
in	which	the	words	flow	evenly	around	the	pyramid,	it	is	clear	that	Jackson	drew	the	
image	first	and	then	added	the	narrative.		This	technique	required	him	to	pre-plan	
the	layout	of	the	page	and	it	enabled	him	to	create	a	seamless	visual	integration	of	
the	script	and	the	figure.			
	 Many	of	the	combinations	of	script	and	figures	in	school	notebooks	were	
executed	within	a	word	module,	which	meant	that	students	could	skim	the	headings	
to	find	them	once	the	notebook	had	been	completed.		Since	notebook	figures	
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needed	to	be	positioned	within	or	nearby	textual	material	that	explained	what	they	
meant,	the	success	of	the	entire	visualisation	was	dependent	upon	the	compositorial	
techniques	that	students	used	to	lay	out	their	notebook	pages	as	modules.		Far	from	
being	a	unique	occurrence,	the	meanings	of	many	Enlightenment	figures,	particularly	
those	circulating	in	scientific	or	technological	contexts,	were	dependent	upon	the	
descriptive	texts	that	accompanied	them.111		By	jointly	writing	words	and	drawing	
figures,	student	notekeepers	were	learning	how	to	mitigate	the	visual	limitations	of	
figural	representation.	
	 When	we	consider	all	the	drawing	techniques	evinced	in	student	notebooks,	it	
becomes	clear	that,	like	the	modes	of	interface	required	to	execute	moulding	and	
writing	techniques,	the	modes	through	which	students	composited	a	figure	enrich	
the	tabula	rasa	metaphor	by	adding	a	hitherto	unnoticed	developmental	layer,	one	
in	which	the	blank	page	functioned	as	a	starting	point	for	an	interactive	process	of	
representation	and	learning.	
	
CONCLUSION	
	
In	this	essay	we	have	considered	the	tabula	rasa	in	light	of	the	dynamic	moulding,	
writing	and	drawing	techniques	required	to	transform	blank	sheets	of	paper	into	a	
																																								 																				
111	The	longstanding	reciprocal	relationship	between	printed	figures	and	words,	see	
Horst	Bredekamp,	Vera	Duenkel	and	Birgit	Schnieder	(Eds.),	The	Technical	Image:	A	
History	of	Styles	in	Scientific	Imagery	(Chicago:	University	of	Chicago	Press,	2015).	
For	manuscripts,	see	the	captions	of	the	figures	in	Daston	and	Galison	(2007),	84-98.	
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student	notebook,	that	is,	a	purposeful	and	user-friendly	artefact.		We	traced	these	
techniques	in	reference	to	the	material	and	visual	conditions	required	to	make	a	
page	as	a	tabula	folia,	script	as	a	tabula	verba	and	an	image	as	a	tabula	figura.		The	
affordances	inherent	in	these	forms	and	the	capabilities	entailed	in	the	many	
techniques	required	to	make	them	reveal	a	developmental	richness	of	the	tabula	
rasa	that	far	exceeds	the	notion	of	blankness	that	scholars	have	frequently	
attributed	to	it.		Rather,	the	metaphor	reflected	a	much	wider	meaning,	one	which	
drew	from	the	considerable	amount	of	time,	effort,	materials	and	concentration	
inherent	in	the	techniques	required	to	make	a	page,	codex,	module,	matrix,	shape	or	
tableaux.		This	meaning	rendered	the	tabula	rasa	and,	hence,	the	mind,	a	
longitudinal	entity,	something	constructed	in	stages	over	time	and	dependent	upon	
a	wide	set	of	preconditions	made	possible	through	students’	abilities	and	the	
resources	afforded	by	their	institutional	contexts.	
Through	expanding	the	tabula	rasa,	this	essay	has	revealed	that,	in	addition	
to	using	textbooks	to	establish	what	students	were	supposed	to	be	learning,	it	is	
equally	important	to	examine	notebooks	with	a	view	to	reconstructing	a	more	
faithful	picture	of	what	students	were	actually	doing	while	they	learned.		Indeed,	
making	notebooks	helped	students	think	more	efficiently.		The	fact	that	the	visual,	
material	and	conceptual	skills	afforded	by	the	tools	and	techniques	of	notekeeping	
were	being	experienced	at	such	an	early	age	also	reveals	that	the	cognitive	
development	of	Enlightenment	students	was	directly	impacted	by	the	forms	of	
interface	provided	by	the	notebook	in	its	capacity	as	a	learning	device.		From	a	
cultural	perspective,	the	techniques	of	notekeeping	underpinned	essential	modes	of	
information	management	that	made	it	possible	to	represent	knowledge	on	paper	
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during	the	Enlightenment.		This	essay	has	shown	that	student	notebooks	played	a	
core	role	in	the	conceptualisation	and	transmission	of	such	skills.	
Finally,	the	histories	of	the	Scottish	Enlightenment	that	have	been	written	
over	the	past	century	have	repeatedly	emphasised	that	the	graduates	of	Scotland’s	
schools	and	academies	often	went	on	to	extraordinary	careers,	both	inside	Scotland	
and	throughout	the	British	Empire.		We	have	encountered	the	student	notebooks	of	
several	personalities	who	participated	in	this	phenomenon,	particularly	the	
orientalist	William	Erskine,	the	politician	Lord	Henry	Brougham	and	the	novelist	Sir	
Walter	Scott,	all	of	whom	pursued	publishing	careers	that	were	fundamentally	
dependent	upon	the	techniques	of	notekeeping.		But	of	course,	as	the	variety	of	
notebooks	discussed	in	this	essay	so	richly	reveals,	these	authors	only	represent	a	
fraction	of	the	students	who	were	educated	by	Scotland’s	schools,	academies	and	
tutors.		It	is	arguably	in	the	seemingly	ordinary	notebooks	of	students	such	as	James	
Fowler,	Jemima	Arrow,	Robert	Jackson,	James	Dunbar	and	the	scores	of	other	
anonymous	student	notekeepers	that	the	real	flavour	and	variety	of	Scotland’s	
educational	system	emerges.		In	many	respects	their	very	existence	speaks	to	the	
system’s	success	in	teaching	a	vibrant	variety	of	students	how	to	use	a	notebook	as	a	
powerful	paper	technology.	
